
As headlines like “Berkshire Earnings
Boom” with large photos of  a confident Warren
Buffett splatter the front pages of financial
websites, I am reminded of all the great returns on
the investments of another Buffett – Doris Buffett.

Warren Buffett’s older sister and the founder of The
Sunshine Lady Foundation is the final expert in the
new best selling book The Seven Pearls of Financial
Wisdom which I co-wrote with Carol Pepper. The
seventh pearl is A Woman’s Legacy of Love is
Priceless.

In a recent discussion it was clear, Doris planned to attend the annual
Berkshire Hathaway shareholder’s meeting in Omaha, Nebraska and with
good reason. Rather than cashing out in splendor, Doris puts her money to
work  from her Berkshire Hathaway shares to educate, inspire and improve
the lives of Americans who she says need a “hand up” not a “handout” in such
creative, unique and determined ways one has to surmise it’s genetic. Like her
brother Warren, Doris knows the impact of her work and she only invests in
people, places and things where she has conviction and understanding.

It was Doris’s dedication to giving all her money away before her death, and
her commitment to educating people in effective philanthropy as part of that
mission, that inspired us to make her the center piece for the final chapter in a
guide for women on wealth and power.

This is the book excerpt on Doris Buffett’s legacy and her life long relationship
with brother Warren Buffett from The Seven Pearls of Financial Wisdom.(St.
Martin’s Press):

Many of us can look back on our childhood and
remember more than a little pain. Some of us are
able to take those painful experiences and
transform them into a wellspring of giving that
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energizes us and brings us true joy. The true
master can then share her expertise and
knowledge with others, creating an army of
effective givers.

We were truly inspired by the jubilant energy we
heard in the voice of Doris Buffett, a wonderful
philanthropist known as the Sunshine Lady. Doris
is the elder sister of one of the wealthiest men in
the world, Warren Buffett. She is using an

inheritance of over $110 million dollars in Berkshire Hathaway stock shares to
deeply impact people’s lives through her founda- tion.5 Doris says, “Even
when I didn’t have money, I was doing things that I could because I was aware
of suffering. I had a rough childhood, I had al- ways wanted a fairy godmother
to come into my life. Nobody ever showed up. This way, I could be that fairy
godmother.”

From a tender age, Doris Buffett experienced what it’s like to be an innocent
victim and have your spirit broken and your opportunities limited by those
closest to you. She took the brunt of abuse from a mother who now is believed
to have suffered postpartum depression. While Doris had a loving
relationship with her beloved father, Howard Buffett, a Republican
congressman, her mother, Leila Buffett, constantly belittled Doris,
continuously making her out to be stupid and exploding in tirades that would
last hours.

While Warren and her sister, Bertie, went off to college, Doris never got that
opportunity. Warren Buffett said in Doris’s biography, The Sun- shine Lady,
that he often felt the urge to protect his older sister. “But I never did, because
I was afraid of becoming the target myself.” He even ran away to escape his
mother’s abusive explosions.

There were plenty of grains of sand to follow to add to Doris’s oyster. Over her
lifetime, Doris has had four failed marriages, two battles with cancer,
challenging relationships with her own children, battled with de- pression,
and nearly lost her house in the 1987 market crash. Out of all that pain grew
one really magnificent pearl and a whole lot of sunshine.

“When people are really struggling and trying to do the right thing and they’ve
had bad luck, that’s when we can help,” says the Sunshine Lady. Warren likes
to say of his sister that when it comes to giving, “I’m wholesale, my sister’s
retail.” Warren Buffett announced in 2006 that he is giving 85 percent—or
nearly $40 billion—of his Berkshire stock to charity and around $31 billion of
that gift will go directly to the Gates Foundation in annual increments.

Warren and Doris talk together frequently about their charitable work, which
has created a strong bond between them. Doris says,



 We have a personal relationship and treasure it. He sees things really big.
After the announcement of his gift to the Gates Foundation, he began to
receive thousands of letters from people who needed financial help due, not
to bad choices, but to bad luck. He asked me to respond to these good but
invisible people. We have processed over fourteen thousand letters. Warren
financed our activities. We often send him the thank-you letters (and
homemade gifts) we receive. We have a lot to talk about. He’s very brotherly
about the whole thing. He loved the book! It’s nice to have a brother who
likes you. We have fun together. This has been terrific for me.

The Sunshine Lady Foundation, a charity created by Doris in 1996, has
distributed over $110 million in the last decade and counting. Doris Buffett
believes in hand-ups, not handouts and says she hopes her last check will
bounce. She is a totally hands-on philanthropist and has developed a very
personal style of giving. She is very focused on affecting individuals who have
experienced difficult times and are willing to help themselves. She is famous
for sending checks directly to people hit hard.

“The beauty of what I can do, I can send somebody that isn’t in good health to
the Mayo Clinic, or if somebody desperately needs a lawyer, we can do it
instantaneously sometimes—because you have to.”

Doris has supported thousands of children to get an education or attend
camp, sponsored young women in Afghanistan, paid for the public pool to
entertain the youth in her local community, and created educational
programs in the nation’s prisons to successfully lower the rate of recidivism.

Her investing has inspired an army of Americans of all ages to become
“sunbeams” in her movement; staff and volunteers communicating on the
progress of the foundation’s programs, and they often alert her when some-
body needs another hand up. Sunbeams read hundreds of letters addressed to
Doris Buffett and Warren Buffett filled with requests for help.

Doris Buffett is there, writing the checks, answering the phone, and working
eight hours a day or more. And says she has found giving to be the most joyful
thing in her life. “I’m not trying to build an empire. I’m trying to get this
money out there while I’m alive,” explains the eighty-three-year-old Doris.
“Our ideal is to give a million a month, and that’s hard to do intelligently. Our
overhead runs about six percent. I like to work in this country close to home
because I know who the players are. We keep records and know where all the
money goes. Teenage pregnancy is a national problem, so let’s work on it right
here. Drop-out is another national problem, so we’ll work on it here. I get the
joy of seeing lives improve.”

At the end of the day, the Sunshine Lady, like her famous brother, always gets
down to business. Her mission focuses not on company performance but on
the human condition.

The number one tenet of what I do is to partner with the applicant, to work
together to solve the problem. The personal touch is absolutely essential.
We’re selling hope and confidence and caring. It works. We’re not giving
money away, we’re reinvesting money in people, and the pay- off is that
their lives are better. We have to stay in touch. And help them along the way
because I want everyone to succeed. I don’t want any fail- ures, because
failures are painful, and they can destroy a person if he has them over and
over. In our collaboration, everybody wins. Hurrah!



Turning Survivors into Strivers

After running a shelter for battered women and discovering that some of the
women in the shelter network around the country were interested in going on
to get an education, Doris Buffett founded the Women’s Inde- pendence
Scholarship Program (WISP) in 1999. It has awarded more than $16 million
in scholarships to over two thousand women across the United States.6 “I
remember the first woman who applied. Every morning when her husband
went off to work, he took her shoes and the telephone,” says Doris.

She had little kids. Where are you going to? People have to realize many
abused women are like hostages. Now, they’re getting advice and sup- port.
A large percentage of women in our scholarship program have an average
GPA of about 3.7. That’s with little kids to take care of and a harassing
ex-somebody. They of course start out thinking it’s impossible because
they’ve been told they’re idiots all their lives by some guy. Recently we had a
woman that went on to the Wharton School of Finance. What do you think
about that!

Doris receives hundreds of letters with stories of their children, too. “We have
children growing up in a peaceful home. And consistently they admire their
mother. Many of their moms become nurses and teachers and people who
work in safe houses. They’re giving back like crazy.”

Learning by Giving: An Education

 Doris has mastered how to give so effectively, and has seen such value in
creating accountability in charity, that she has set up educational pro- grams
to teach the art and business of philanthropy. She likes to challenge
philanthropists to produce effective and measurable results. She became
upset when she saw ineffective giving programs. Doris says, “I know one foun-
dation run by a son of the donor and his two kids. There were no outside
people on the board, and I couldn’t believe when I saw that he was paying
himself $300,000 and his kids were getting close to $200,000 each in salary.
We don’t operate that way. We can account for every cent, whether it’s my
brother’s donation or it’s my money.”

In 2003, a Boston College report showed that a $41 trillion wealth transfer
would take place in the United States by the year 2052. In that same year, the
Sunshine Foundation launched, the Learning by Giving Program. “The goal of
the Learning by Giving program is to support and promote the study of
philanthropy at the undergraduate level nationwide in order to prepare,
empower, and inspire young adults to become effective, knowledgeable, and
skilled philanthropists and leaders in their com- munities.”

“I’ve had a few good ideas and this was one of them,” explains Doris.

Here we have all these kids going to college and I remember in the old days
what the Communists used to do. They’d come into a college campus and
they’d pick off four percent of the student body who were the smartest and
most compassionate and recruit them. And I thought, well, maybe we can do
the same thing with this. It started at Davidson. We had some junior
sunbeams, down there at Davidson College and a professor who saw the
potential value in such a class. It was a natural.

It’s very simple: We give them ten thousand dollars in real money, and we say
to them now you have to be philanthropists and go through all the steps. The



only requirement we make is that you must give the money in your locality.
You can’t send it off to Bangkok or someplace like that. You have to make the
site visit, you have to talk to their board, all those things you’re supposed to
do. They go into little teams and then they each pick an area they are
interested in. Then they decide within their own groupwhich is the best, and
then the person who runs it comes to the class and tries to sell it to the class.
Then they have impassioned discus- sions training to “sell” their choices to
the rest of the class. The professors love to teach the class because the
students are so engaged.

To date, the program has distributed over $175,000 to sixteen colleges and
universities across the United States, including Georgetown, Cornell, NYU,
Davidson, and University of California–Berkeley. The undergradu- ate
philanthropy courses have funded more than fifty grants to improve quality of
life in their local communities.

Doris Buffett calls herself a late bloomer, but she’s certainly made up for
“lost” time. This octogenarian who frequently works ten hours per day told us
about a life-changing event that really resonated.

I went to a funeral in Morehead City, North Carolina, and the minister said
of the deceased woman, “Well, she really loved to shop.” I thought here’s a
tombstone, and it says 1928 to 2050. I want to know that I made a
difference. Life is very difficult and it’s immense when you really know
you’ve affected lives in a very positive manner. There are so many things
that all of us can do. It’s a challenge, of course, but the payoff in joy is better
than the best day on the stock market.

In summer 2011, Doris endowed the program, and it was spun out of The
Sunshine Lady Foundation to be run as a separate charity called the Learning
by Giving Foundation. Her grandson, Alex Buffett Rozek, who is president
and also sits on the board, runs the new foundation. He has worked for the
program since its inception in 2003. Alex is carrying on her vision into the
future alongside other family board members and leading experts in
education, philanthropy, technology, and finance.

DORIS BUFFETT’S ADVICE FOR ENJOYING YOUR LEGACY

Help those who need a hand up, not a handout.

Become personally involved and know exactly where your money is going.

Minimize overhead and send as much money as possible into good works.

Be prepared to provide immediate relief in dire situations.

Look at your philanthropy as an investment in someone’s life and expect
them to succeed

Keep in touch with those you help; your caring makes a big difference.

Enjoy the true joy and energy that will come into your life as you help
others.

Think about the dash between your birth and death and what you want to be
remembered for.

The Seven Pearls of Financial Wisdom will be be featured on The Wall Street



 

 

Journal Report with Maria Bartiromo on NBC  Sunday May 6th.
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